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THE  FUNCTION  OF 

THE  INTERNATIONAL  CONFEDERATION  OF  FREE  TRADE  UNIONS 

by 

Arne  Geijer 

President,  International  Confederation  of  Free  Trade  Unions 

(Talk  given  at  a  Labor  and  Industrial  Relations  Seminar  April  21,  19^0,  at 
the  University  of  Illinois.) 

The  ICFTU  (international  Confederation  of  Free  Trade  Unions)  is  not 
intended  to  be  a  fighting  political  body.   The  split  of  the  WFTU  (World 
Federation  of  Trade  Unions)  in  19^9  and  the  rally  of  non-Communist  trade 
union  organisations  around  the  ICFTU  was  intended  as  a  protest  against 

participation  in  partisan  politics  by  an  international  trade  union  organiaa- 

p 

tion.   In  spite  of  this  fact,  the  ICFTU  has  been  forced  to  take  a  stand  on 

political  issues  more  frequently  and  considerably  more  radically  than  other 
trade  union  internationals,  although  the  latter  have  been  entirely  dominated 
by  Western  European  Confederations  of  trade  unions  and  trade  unionists  closely 
connected  with  socialist  political  parties. 

Political  action  is  not  an  end  in  itself  for  the  ICFTU,  but  its 
attitude  toward  political  issues  has  been  subordinated  to  the  main  aim  of 
increasing  the  standard  of  living  and  wage  earnings  in  the  economically  less- 
developed  countries  by  organising  the  workers  who  are  now  unorganised. 


1,  The  philosophy  of  the  ICFTU  emphasizes  freedom  and  democracy.  Its  aim 

is  to  strengthen  the  process  of  collective  bargaining  by  supporting  democratic 
trade  unions,  free  from  domination  by  either  governments  or  political  parties. 

2.  The  formation  of  the  ICFTU  was  a  break  with  Communist -dominated 
organisations  that  made  up  the  WFTU*  The  ICFTU  does  not  admit  organisations 
that  are  controlled  by  either  Communists  or  Fascists.  Its  aims  embrace 
political  freedom. 
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Here  I  must  say  a  few  words  about  the  general  economic  situation  in 
which  the  economically  underdeveloped  countries  find  themselves,  and  about 
the  duties  of  the  industrial  countries,  as  we  see  it  in  the  ICFTU.  In  the 
field  of  raw  materials,  the  policy  of  discrimination  of  the  industrial 
nations  is  resulting  at  present  mainly  in  two  kinds  of  measures:  first, 
many  countries  are  resorting  to  protectionism  of  agricultural  produce  of 
considerable  scope,  and  second,  they  collect  revenue  duties  on  certain 
important  raw  materials,  which  were  originally  imposed  for  fiscal  reasons 
and  which  raise  obstacles  to  the  importation  of  raw  materials. 

It  should  be  easy  to  combat  the  consumption-curbing  revenue  duties 
on  a  number  of  raw  materials  such  as  coffee,  tea,  cocoa,  sugar,  etc.,  which 
are  being  levied  in  many  countries  and  which,  as  a  rule,  do  not  serve 
protectionist  purposes.  But  other  sections  of  the  world's  economic  problem 
demand  the  attention  of  trade  unionists --problems  which  demand  both 
self-denial  and  foresight  on  our  part.  I  am  referring  to  the  attitude 
of  the  industrialized  nations  toward  the  beginnings  of  industrialism  in 
the  underdeveloped  countries.  If  the  labour  organisations  join  hands  with 
the  ever-present  and  highly  articulate  protectionist  interests,  which  often 
disguise  themselves  with  the  becoming  mask  of  welfare  ideology,  we  frustrate 
the  efforts  we  may  otherwise  be  making  to  aid  the  underdeveloped  countries. 
We  must  not  yield  to  the  temptation  to  swallow  uncritically  the  talk  about 
"labour  dumping"  and  "sweat  shop  wage  competition,"  possibly  coupled  with 
an  exhortation  to  the  labour  organisations  of  the  poor  countries  to  raise 
the  wage  levels  of  their  members.  This  is  exactly  what  they  cannot  achieve, 
if  we  prevent  them  from  exporting  and  from  expanding  their  industries.  We 
must  remain  faithful  to  the  free  trade  idea  even  if  it  may  entail  temporary 
strains  on  ourselves. 
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The  governments  of  the  industrial,  nations,  however,  must  not  he 
expected  to  open  their  frontiers  to  imports  from  the  underdeveloped  countries 
without  further  preparation,  leaving  it  to  the  forces  of  free  marketing  to 
take  care  of  the  difficult  process  of  adjustment.  Such  a  procedure  would  he 
in  conflict  with  our  demand  for  full  employment.  In  planning  and  facilitating 
the  economic  re-adjustment  caused  "by  a  liberal  import  policy,  they  must  have 
recourse  to  an  effective  lahour  market  policy.  A  flexible  labour  market 
policy  is  an  indispensahle  part  of  economic  stabilisation,  and  in  the 
present  context  I  wish  to  point  out  that  it  is  not  only  a  part  hut  the  very 
"basis  of  the  necessary  economic  adjustment  required  of  the  highly  industrial- 
ised countries  if  they  are  to  live  up  to  their  policy  of  aid  to  underdeveloped 
countries. 

It  is  true,  the  task  is  great  and  expensive  and  makes  great  demands 
on  administrative  machinery.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  only  the  most  highly 
developed  states  can  successfully  pursue  so  ambitious  a  policy.  This  implies 
that  these  countries  must  take  upon  themselves  a  large  share  of  the  diffi- 
culties of  adjustment  which  the  dynamics  of  world  economy  entails. 

We  are  convinced  that  a  rapid  increase  in  well-heing  and  in  democratic 
trade  union  movements  in  the  underdeveloped  countries  are  the  only  guarantees 
for  peace  in  the  world  and  of  security  in  our  own  country.  However,  those 
who  intend  to  form  independent  trade  union  organisations  in  the  colonies  and 
territories  will  in  the  end  come  up  against  the  colonial  powers.  Consequently, 
the  international  trade  union  organisation  must  maintain  the  right  to 
independence  of  the  colonially  subjugated  peoples.  There  is,  in  this 
connection,  an  essential  difference  between  the  WFTU  and  the  ICFTU;  the 
so-called  trade  unions  in  the  Communist  countries  demonstrated  their  servile 
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character  in  the  clearest  possible  way  in  connection  with  the  events  in 
Hungary  and  also  demonstrated  that  any  kind  of  association  with  these 
propaganda  bodies  in  the  Communist  states  is  impossible.  The  ICFTU1 s 
disassociation  from  any  kind  of  colonialism  is  shown  in  their  keen 
participation  in  the  struggle  of  the  Northern  African  peoples  for  independence. 
In  the  same  way,  political  developments  south  of  the  Sahara,  which  will  make 
it  possible  for  wage  earners  to  set  up  genuine  trade  union  organisations,  are 
welcome.  The  ICFTU  has  more  than  two  million  members  in  fourteen  affiliated 
organisations  in  Africa. 

In  19^9  >  when  the  ICFTU  was  formed,  trade  union  organisations  in 
some  sixty  countries  immediately  joined  the  new  international.  Today,  ten 
years  later,  member  organisations  cover  100  countries  and  territories.  New 
members  almost  exclusively  represent  labour  in  underdeveloped  countries. 
In  1952  we  had  seven  and  one -half  million  members  in  Latin  America,  Africa, 
and  Asia.  At  the  1959  congress  the  membership  in  these  parts  of  the  world 
had  increased  to  well  over  fifteen  milliai .  The  total  membership  in  the 
ICFTU  at  the  present  time  is  fifty-six  million. 

The  ICFTU  membership  varies  to  a  high  degree  as  regards  trade  union 
traditions  and  degree  of  maturity;  consequently  its  activities  must  be 
characterised  to  a  corresponding  degree  by  flexibility  and  improvisation. 
No  international  standard  can  be  applied  in  each  individual  case.  Nationalist 
trends,  above  all  in  Africa,  and  the  liberation  of  states  from  former 
colonial  powers,  are  very  promising  events  from  the  point  of  view  of 
international  trade  unionism.  But  the  newly-awakened  peoples  and  their 
trade  union  organisations  have  to  accept  the  main  responsibility  for  building 
up  a  country  and  turning  it  into  a  democracy.  It  Is  their  hope  that  the 
ICFTU  can  be  very  helpful  to  them. 
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There  are  no  differences  of  opinion  "between  the  British  and  the 
Americans  or  "between  any  of  our  affiliates  as  to  the  need  for  our  international 
to  make  every  effort  to  assist  organisations  in  Africa.  Likewise,  we  are, 
within  the  ICFTU  executive,  all  agreed  that  we  must  put  more  powr  into  our 
organisation  and  educational  work  and  consequently  re-organise  the 
Secretariat,  which  was  originally  designed  for  a  slower  pace  of  development. 

It  is  not  mere  coincidence  that  speculations  concerning  lack  of 
unity  within  the  ICFTU  should  apply  precisely  to  Africa.  Africa  is  regarded 
as  the  last  continent  which  has  not  yet  taken  sides  in  the  cold  war  "between 
East  and  West.  Pan -Africanism  seems  to  avoid  the  influence  of  dollars  and 
rubles  and  to  constitute,  in  fact,  the  longed-for  "third  alternative." 
There  are,  however,  many  signs  to  indicate  that  at  this  moment  intensive 
action  is  being  taken  "by  the  Communists  to  utilise  Pan-Africanism  for 
Communist  purposes.  Developments  in  the  trade  union  field  indicate  that  this 
Communist  activity  has  already  shielded  results.  In  the  Communist  infiltrated 
countries  there  has  always  "been  strife  over  international  affiliations  of 
trade  union  organisations.  Such  strife  has  "been  far  more  intense  than  would 
seem  to  "be  justified  by  the  actual  issue. 

Today,  the  ICFTU  possesses,  to  a  far  greater  extent  than  the  Amsterdam 
international  or  any  previous  democratic  international,  something  really 
positive,  that  is,  resources  and  the  will  to  do  a  job  in  the  interests  of  wage 
earners  without  sidelong  glances  at  great  power  interests.  Positive  contri- 
butions have  been  made  in  the  struggle  against  the  British  and  French  colonial 
systems  in  Nyassaland,  Tunisia,  Morocco,  and  Algeria.  Substantial  help  has 
been  given  to  the  victims  of  Russian  imperialism  in  Hungary.  The  foreign 
policy  of  the  United  States,  as  expressed  in  Spain,  has  been  criticised.  But 
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in  spite  of  this,  and  in  spite  of  the  knowledge  that  there  has  never  "been  any 
room  for  a  truly  democratic  party  between  a  social  democratic  and  a 
Communist  one,  and  still  less  room  for  a  people's  movement  between  the 
democratic  labour  movement  and  Communism,  the  West  African  leaders  Kvame 
Nkrumah  and  Sekov  Toure  have  made  efforts  to  create  an  African  trade  union 
international  independent  of  both  the  Communist  WFTU  and  the  ICFTU.  Hitherto, 
however,  this  "international"  has  only  the  backing  of  the  Ghana-Guinea  T.U. 
Federation,  which  has  Moscow-trained  Communists  as  godparents. 

For  obvious  reasons,  nationalism  in  Africa  is  very  strong,  and 
unfortunately  political  leaders  can  at  times  get  the  impression  that  there 
is  a  special  world  called  Africa.  For  this  reason,  the  "neutralist"  movement 
has  had  a  certain  amount  of  success  in  its  preachings — that  member  organisa- 
tions from  France  and  Britain  are  in  actual  practice  colonialist  bodies,  and 
that  the  slogan  "Africa  for  the  Africans"  precludes  membership  in  an  organisa- 
tion which  might  be  called  a  "tool  of  the  imperialists." 

When  those  TUC's  of  Africa  which  are  favourable  to  the  ICFTU  met  at 
Lagos,  in  Nigeria,  last  November,  in  order  to  form  a  regional  TU  organisation 
for  Africa  closely  connected  with  the  ICFTU,  Ghana  hastened  to  summon  a 
Pan-African  TU  conference  to  be  held  in  Accra  at  the  same  time  under  the 
leadership  of  the  Ghana-Guinea  union.  "Delegates"  were  invited  and  nominated 
in  the  same  way  as  for  any  ordinary  Communist  TU  conference,  that  is  to  say, 
the  name  of  "delegate"  was  given  to  all  "tourists"  present. 

Perhaps  one  should  refrain  from  quoting  the  historical  experience  of 
the  struggle  of  the  Finnish  labour  movement — as  intenseive  today  as  it  was 
thirty-five  to  forty  years  ago- -but  for  the  fact  that  it  is  a  common  feature 
of  the  trade  union  world  of  today  that  the  Communists  have  temporarily 
stopped  agitating  for  affiliation  to  the  Communist  WFTU  and  instead  they 


7 
preach  the  gospel  of  neutrality.  Their  success  is  obvious.  In  Africa  it  is 
partly  the  propaganda  of  the  Arab  League  which  has  born  fruit  as  regards 
the  unstable  policy  of  the  Moroccans  and  Algerians  and  partly  narrow 
Pan-Africanism  which  has  resulted  in  the  Ghanan  TUC  leaving  the  ICFTU 
and  has  prevented  Guinea  from  joining  the  ICFTU.  Perhaps  there  is  a 
connection  between  these  two  currents. 

In  Latin  America,  the  Cuban  TUC  (CTC)  left  the  ICFTU  at  the  time 
of  its  Congress  last  November.  In  Venezuela,  where  the  first  TU  Congress 
after  the  revolution  was  held  at  the  same  time,  friends  of  the  ICFTU  did  not 
succeed  in  bringing  about  affiliation  to  the  ICFTU.  In  the  Argentine,  the 
majority  of  trade  unions  are  outside  the  ICFTU;  although  the  so-called 
thirty-two — organisation  is  affiliated  to  ICFTU,  there  is  also  the  Peronist/ 
Fascist  movement,  which  has  many  supporters  and,  depending  on  circumstances, 
joins  hands  with  the  Communists.  This  "neutralist"  movement  in  Latin  America 
is  partly  the  result  of  anti-American  feelings  where  the  ICFTU  and  its 
American  Regional  Office  (ORIT)  is  identified  with  the  U.  S.  A.  This,  of 
course,  is  sheer  Communist  propaganda.  However  interesting  it  may  be  to 
speculate  on  these  intrigues,  the  policy  of  the  ICFTU  is  quite  clear; 
practical  trade  union  work  to  organise  the  unorganised  workers,  to  carry 
out  educational  activities,  and  to  wage  a  stubborn  battle  against  oppression 
in  all  its  forms  are  the  only  tasks  of  the  ICFTU. 

Politically,  we  maintain  the  right  of  self-determination  by  the 
peoples  and  the  freedom  for  trade  union  organisation.  We  find  it  necessary 
to  cooperate  with  all  democratic  organisations  which  have  the  same  purposes  as 
ICFTU,  but  we  would  not  promote  the  cause  of  progress  and  democracy  by  a 
general  policy  of  appeasement  towards  totalitarian  actions  on  either  the  right 
or  the  left  wings.    Trade  unionists  cannot  afford  to  compromise  the 
principles  of  democracy. 
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